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Panama: Summary Of Developments, April 28-may 2
by Deborah Tyroler
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Published: Wednesday, May 4, 1988
April 28: White House spokesperson Marlin Fitzwater appeared to indicate that the administration
had dropped its demand for Gen. Manuel Antonio Noriega's imminent departure from Panama,
saying that the relevant issue was that he give up power. April 29: According to an unnamed
Panamanian official cited by the New York Times (04/30/88), who was informed of the talks earlier
in the week between Washington's special envoy Michael Kozak and Noreiga, the general offered a
deal under which US economic sanctions would be lifted soon. In return, Noriega would reportedly
agree to resign as commander of the armed forces, with full military honors, sometime in the
summer. In the interim, the government would organize a "national dialogue" with all opposition
political parties and seek to form an interim government that would prepare for national elections
in May 1989. The official stated that Kozak returned to Washington to discuss this proposal. The
terms being discussed include Noriega's right to remain in Panama, the official said. Panamanian
Foreign Minister Jorge Ritter denied that any agreement with the US government over Noriega's
departure from power had been reached. Roberto Eissenmann, living in exile in the US, said, "The
fact that the Americans aren't telling anybody what they are up to is a clear indication to us that
they are doing things we won't accept." Eissenmann, director of the main opposition newspaper, La
Prensa, left Panama after the government closed the paper. An unnamed senior US official cited by
the New York Times (04/30/88), said, "The outlines of a deal have been worked on, not worked out."
Among issues that remain to be resolved, said the official, are the timing of Noriega's retirement
and whether he leaves the country, the nature of an interim government, the future of Noriega's
close associates in the Panamanian Defense Forces, the continuity of US economic sanctions, and the
matter of criminal charges against Noriega. According to deposed President Eric Arturo Delvalle's
ambassador to the US, Juan Sosa, "Noriega is so powerful and has so much influence that if he stays
in the country, who's going to believe that he isn't going to be an important factor?" Sen. John Kerry
(D-Mass.) said, "It is apparent that this administration is not talking to anyone who would be most
affected by any arrangement which would leave Noriega in Panama under any circumstances."
April 30: The Treasury Department announced that it would permit US citizens and businesses
to make some payments to the Panamanian government. The payments were forbidden under
economic sanctions imposed on April 8. Permitted under the Treasury action are utility payments
and fees for postal and telecommunications services; travel-related payments by individuals,
including departure fees and ticket taxes; airline payments for expenses such as landing fees and
fuel; and other payments by companies, including sales and excise taxes and administrative fees.
Prohibitions continue on payments of individual and corporate income taxes, import duties, export
fees and port fees. These payments must be placed into an escrow account at the Federal Reserve
Bank in New York. In a speech on Saturday evening, Gen. Noriega asserted that Panama was being
used as an experimental area, "like crops at an agricultural experiment station." The formula of
economic and political destabilization used in Panama, he said, would later be employed in other
Latin American countries. The general spoke before a crowd of hundreds of union leaders from
Latin America, Europe and Asia at the conclusion of a meeting arranged to express solidarity with
Panama. Noriega said, "Today it is in Panama, tomorrow in Honduras, the day after tomorrow in
Argentina, and later in whatever other Latin American country...because the experiment had results
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in Panama." The general did not identify the foreign power conducting an "experiment" in Panama
at any time during his speech. Referring to the country's current economic problems, Noriega said
that the act of freezing Panamanian funds abroad could be applied to other countries. In the midst
of thunderous applause, Noriega hefted a machete similar to those used by Panamanian peasants ,
and shouted: "This machete represents the dignity of the Panamanian people which says not one
step backward in their struggle." After the speech, Noriega told reporters outside the building that
he had no agreement whatsoever with the United States. According to an unnamed Panamanian
businessperson cited by the New York Times (05/01/88) who supports the ruling pro-military
party , the US is "negotiating with a guy who has been making deals all his life, a guy experienced
in intelligence work. Noriega is a master of negotiations, he'll sign anything and then do what he
wants. I think the Americans don't know what to do about him." An unnamed Noriega adviser cited
by the Times said the Reagan administration's dealings with the general "began very arrogantly,
very foolishly, trying to order us what to do. Now there is more flexibility. Maybe in time we can
work something out. But there is no hurry." The adviser noted that the Reagan administration
had softened the terms under which Noriega should relinquish control of the military and had
also been forced to send a special envoy to negotiate with the general "even though he is under
indictment in the US on drug-trafficking and racketeering charges." The adviser said the mission
of Michael Kozak has effectively cut the American Embassy in Panama out of negotiations with
the general. He said that this is to Noriega's advantage because in the general's view the embassy
takes a harder line against him. In addition, the general's supporters say, the new US willingness
to negotiate shows that the administration itself is now under political pressure to find a solution
in Panama. The adviser said he doubted the administration would now intervene militarily in
Panama and that it cannot tolerate a long standoff in the midst of the criticisms generated by a
presidential campaign. Leader of the Christian Democratic Party, Ricardo Arias Calderon, issued
a statement warning US officials that his party would oppose any deal that gives too much power
to Noriega and his pro-military machine. Arias Calderon said his party would now demand that
any deal should require Noriega to leave Panama for a "significant period of time" during which
an independent commission will be formed to investigate charges of wrongdoing by the general.
He also said Noriega must resign soon, and that he must resign before any interim government
of national unity can be formed. Arias Calderon added that the current pro-Noriega regime may
not form part of such an interim government. May 2: According to former Venezuelan president,
Carlos Andres Perez, Latin American mediation offers the last hope of persuading Noriega to leave
power. Next, he said the Reagan administration's attempts to force Noriega out undermined an
earlier mediation effort organized by Perez, former Colombian president Alfonso Lopez Michelsen
and former Costa Rican president Daniel Oduber. This effort, which began in November 1987,
apparently persuaded Noriega to leave office this month. In an interview with Alan Riding of the
New York Times (05/03/88), Perez said, "Fortunately, I see that the United States Government
has recognized its error. I now think that it is possible for the good offices of Latin American
governments to bring about a peaceful and negotiated solution to the crisis." Perez said that US
"economic intervention" in Panama had been counterproductive, not only because it strengthened
the general's hand while severely damaging the economy, but also because it forced other Latin
American countries to stay out of the dispute. He added, "Now the hope is that, with United States
withdrawing from the center of action, Latin American countries can act." The so-called Group of
8 Argentina, Brazil, Colombia, Mexico, Peru, Uruguay and Venezuela he said, offered a forum for
such action. [Panama is formally a member of this coalition, made up of the Contadora and Support
Group nations. Shortly after Panamanian President Eric Arturo Delvalle was deposed by Noriega,
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however, the seven nations dropped Panama from the Group until such time as the current political
crisis is resolved.] Perez said he also saw the possibility of reviving the mediation effort initiated in
November. The three former presidents have extensive contacts and credibility in Panama, largely
because their administrations in the mid- 1970s supported Panamanian Gen. Omar Torrijos' drive to
negotiate new canal treaties with the US. (Basic data from several sources, including AP, AFP, New
York Times)
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